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                  he first time I encountered Hélène 
Darroze, the famous Michelin starred chef at The 
Connaught hotel in London it was the second time I 
had “met” her. Let me explain the paradox. 
I was first introduced to Hélène at her London 
restaurant in 2010, when it had just opened. But in 
2008 I had seen Ratatouille, a wonderful film about a 
rat who becomes a brilliant chef, in a kitchen where a 
character called Collette is one of the culinary 
lieutenants. 
What I didn’t know (until this year) is that Hélène 
and Collette are the same. The movie character is 
inspired by Hélène, who draws on her childhood in 
South West France, her time as a protégé of the 
legendary Alain Ducasse in Monaco and her trips to 
Asia as the basis for her remarkable cuisine. 
“Pixar [the animation studio that made Ratatouille] 
approached my assistant to ask for permission to 
observe me in my kitchen,” says Darroze. “I had never 
heard of Pixar but my assistant had a son who adored 
all of their films, and she insisted we let them in. That’s 
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how Collette was born. She is me and not me, that’s 
what I love about her.”
It must have been a memorable experience for the 
moviemakers to observe Darroze, a striking blonde 
woman who has won Michelin stars in Paris and London. 
They would have seen a chef who cooks with an incredible 
passion, matched with extraordinary technique. 
Darroze’s signature dishes such as scallops cooked 
with tandoori spices, carrot and a citrus mousseline 
with a reduction of pepper, spring onions, coriander 
and noisette de baume and a hamburger made with 
beef cheeks and foie gras are justly famous and have 
made Helen Darroze at The Connaught in Mayfair 
one of London’s most sought after restaurants.  
“The Connaught has helped me to create an 
atmosphere and a context,” she says of the space where 
she serves her food, which was designed by India 
Mahdavi and houses a specially commissioned 
glasswork installation celebrating the visual beauty of 
the ingredients found in Darroze’s cooking. “This is 
such a special dining room. It has the same spirit as 
my food, because you can feel its heritage, but also 
detect its subtle contemporary twists. When you come 
here I want you to feel that you are entering my home, 
that is my idea of hospitality.” 
































The Connaught’s wood panelled majesty is a 
delight but people come for the food not the faint 
echoes of Winston Churchill’s cigar smoke and 
Charles de Gaulle’s laughter – the two men met here 
to plan the D-Day invasion of France. Like the 
powerful spirits who inhabit the Connaught’s 
grandeur Darroze has strong opinions and, when it 
comes to cuisine, well-defined rules. 
“All my dishes begin with the quality of the 
ingredients,” she says. “I always start by selecting the 
best possible produce. I think this comes from my 
grandmother. I would sit in her kitchen in Landes [in 
Aquitane, South West France] and watch the hunters 
bring in fresh game and she would select the animals 
she wanted to cook with incredible care and attention 
to detail.” 
Darroze learned a profound lesson from her 
grandmother, namely the importance of training young 
chefs in the art of selection, to ensure that they 
approach their choice of ingredients with surgical 
precision. In this regard Darroze shares many 
similarities with the Ratatouille character Collette, who 
had to teach the film’s main character, Linguine, 
everything she knew, so that he could execute the 
“All my dishes begin with the 
qauality of the ingredients”
A dessert by Hélène Darroze
Hélène Darroze signature Foie Gras dish
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orders coming from the rat beneath his toque. 
“Collette is very generous in the way she trains 
Linguine,” says Darroze. “This is a very important 
principle for the good governance of a kitchen – to 
make sure that even the most junior staff are 
constantly learning new techniques. Training almost 
becomes automatic in the best kitchens because of 
the way professionals share information and skills 
with each other.” 
Darroze’s next rule is the approach she uses with her 
ingredients. 
“You have to cook what you believe – if you cook 
with your emotions, your guests will appreciate your 
sincerity,” she says, the passion in her voice as clear as a 
cathedral bell.  “Take Ferran Adrià [the inventor of 
molecular gastronomy]. Many chefs wanted to follow 
his trend, but it belonged to him and so they failed. You 
must be able to eat what you cook and love it. It’s a 
question of honesty.” 
Honest and authenticity are words that Darroze 
uses freely to season her sentences. It’s clear that critics 
do not easily sway her, and she faced many when she 
first arrived in London. That came several years after 
Alain Ducasse had persuaded her to stop running the 
 The dining room at The Connaught
Hélène Darroze 
Darroze’s signature pasta dish
“Always start from the best produce 
and then add emotions”
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office of his Louis XV restaurant in Monaco and become part of his 
kitchen team. Globally renowned Ducasse, who was the first to own 
restaurants carrying three Michelin Stars in three cities, became her 
mentor and has remained so ever since.  
“When I opened my first restaurant in Paris, Alain came and told 
me how wonderful it was, how much he enjoyed the food,” she recalls. 
“Then the next day he called me and said maybe the food was too 
strong, that it had too much of my character and was not Parisian 
enough. He suggested I might need to tone down some of the flavours 
that I had brought with me from Landes. I was in a panic. I had to 
make a choice.”
Darroze decided that she would not change her approach, that to 
stop cooking her signature dishes would be “an amputation”. She 
stuck with her original recipes and soon her restaurant in Paris had 
won its first Michelin star. When she works with her apprentices at 
the Connaught she uses this experience to teach them a valuable 
lesson. She emphasises that training in the kitchen is a process of 
being inspired, not learning how to copy what other chefs do.
“I show them how I create my signature dishes but I don’t do this 
so that they can simply reproduce what I do,” she says. “A properly 
trained chef is not a mimic but somebody who can take a technique 
and make it their own, bringing their own voice to the work.”
Darroze’s experience in Paris helped her when she opened at the 
Connaught and some critics gave her withering reviews. Again she 
stuck with the ingredients she loved and mixed them with the passion 
that defines her character and, once again, she was triumphant.
Along the way, as Darroze moved from Monaco to Mayfair, she 
adopted two baby girls from Vietnam, both of whom recently saw 
Ratatouille for the first time and were entranced. The girls have led 
Darroze to become more familiar with Asian cuisine. During the 
adoption process she spent several weeks in Hanoi and fell in love 
with soup based on a shellfish consommé. She has 
created a version of the dish for the Connaught. She 
has yet to visit Hong Kong but she is familiar with 
Cantonese and other varieties of Chinese cuisine.
“I love dumplings,” she says. “I make a dumpling 
dish with foie gras and cabbage. And I have 
experimented with sweet and sour. I am not very fond 
of Peking Duck, I think because it is so hard to make 
well, so maybe I need to try that again in Hong Kong.”
It’s likely that if Darroze ever came to Hong Kong 
she would soon be found wandering through wet 
markets and obsessing over the colour of aubergines 
and carrots on Gage, Peel and Graham Street. For her, 
fresh ingredients are like oxygen. She also finds travel 
inspiring, discovering new ideas for her kitchen 
wherever she goes. The goal of all her explorations is 
to find balance and if she was ever asked by the Food 
Gods to name one dish for them to use as ambrosia, it 
would be her oyster tartare and caviar with white coco 
bean veloutte.  
“It’s the most balanced dish I have ever created,” 
she says. “But I am constantly seeking to make 
something better. Creation is my passion and the day I 
stop creating I will die. This is something I cannot 
delegate in my kitchen and some of the people who 
work with me find that frustrating.”
But for her young colleagues - and aspiring 
Collettes - Darroze is quick to offer helpful advice, 
which comes straight from her heart. 
“Always start from the best produce and then add 
emotions,” she says. And that sounds like a perfect 
recipe for any kind of dish.  
   
Darroze’s lychee dessert
   
Bottles of fine French Eau de Vie at Helen 
Darroze at The Connaught
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